This study examines the impact of administrative reforms upon the work of front-line staff in the employment services of three reform-oriented countries -Australia, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. These changes have involved greater use of private agents, more detailed performance contracts, clearer expectations about outcomes for job-seekers, and increased competition between agencies seeking government work. The study compares the work characteristics and strategies of front-line staff in agencies in the three systems in 2008 and a decade earlier, using surveys.
INTRODUCTION
Over the past ten years or so, there has been a sea-change in the way public services for jobseekers are imagined and enacted. Most of this new thinking and the instruments it has sponsored can be seen as a new set of relationships at the front-line of service delivery.
Rather than simply being seen as the distribution point for programmes and entitlements, front-line staff are now viewed as enacting a programme logic of their own. This is widely understood to involve various kinds of activation (Van Berkel and Van der Aa 2005) . In place of traditional bureaucratic instruments based upon norms of standardised treatment and universal service, we see a trend towards output targets, quasi-market contracting and efforts to engage employers and other users in service delivery. A significant part of this effort is devoted to changing the relationships at the front-line to make both staff and job-seekers more responsive to policy goals by acting with greater flexibility and with a more determined focus upon defined outcomes (Barbier and Ludwig-Mayerhofer 2004) .
Helping drive these changes is a normative and pragmatic shift in government policy to 'principal-agent' relations in such services (Sol and Hoogtanders 2005) . For the purposes of this article we will define these changes as New Public Management (NPM). The logic of NPM was largely concerned with adopting techniques of planning and budgeting from private-sector companies and conglomerates in the 1970s and 1980s, and then, by the late 1980s and early 1990s, some countries used privatisation and contracting-out as a means of shifting the burden of administration and management to qualified agents from the for-profit and non-profit sectors. NPM is generally seen as combining earlier 'corporate management' innovations such as expanded management discretion and performance-based pay regimes, with quasi-market instruments such as purchaser-provider splits, and competitive tendering for services.
In the employment services field Australia helped pioneer a number of these innovations in relation to public employment services, ultimately turning most service delivery functions over to non-profit and for-profit firms to run. Other public systems around the world, including those in the UK and the Netherlands, have also contracted parts of these services out to private providers over the past ten years, increased their use of performance contracts and targets, and placed stronger emphasis on integrating services for job-seekers with the needs of local labour markets and employers.
The new service delivery environments created by these various NPM reforms place different kinds of demands on governments compared with traditional bureaucratic services. On the front-line there is a greater commitment to tailoring services to the individual needs of jobseekers and employers. At an organisational level, this is also a more complex environment for government leaders as they seek to steer using tools that are often more exacting but also more remote from the front-line. Compared to a bureaucratic agency controlled from above and managed on a day-to-day basis, in the NPM world the minister and chief executive must embed policy into tender specifications and contracts which run for several years and may only be changed in exceptional circumstances. On the other hand they can more easily reward and punish those who act as their agents than was the case in a heavily regulated public service context.
In this paper we examine the impact of reforms on employment services on the front-line, in relation to the stability of governance modes over time and between countries. Our selection of Australia, the UK and the Netherlands as cases for empirical review is based upon their roles as leading exponents of reform in these areas. In each of these countries there is a substantial record of change over the past ten years upon which to base an empirical analysis of the impact of NPM changes. Other countries have also engaged in such reform in recent years, with Denmark and Germany greatly expanding the role of contractors and increasing the use of performance-based instruments in the past five years. But in our three cases there is a record of reform that covers a longer period, and there is therefore a higher probability that we can examine the impact on front-line services, rather than simply comparing policy reform narratives by governments and academics -an all too common problem with the NPM debate more broadly.
NPM IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE
Although there is a considerable literature on new public management, there is less agreement upon its precise meaning and origins. While Hood (1991) is sometimes credited with coining the term, the debate about managerialism actually emerged in the 1980s, and authors like Pollitt (1990) , Considine and Painter (1987) , and Gregory (1995) Other academic treatments of the emergence of NPM begin the story with the Reagan and Thatcher governments and argue that these were in effect, neo-liberal reforms (Boston et al. 1996 ) owing a direct debt to Friedmanite critiques of public budgeting and public choice attacks on the effects of public programmes (Christensen and Laegreid 2001) . This debate about the genesis and meaning of NPM points us to the fact that the term describes a number of related but different reform traditions. In applying these to the study of employment services, we have identified a basic bureaucratic tradition, plus two reform trajectoriescorporate-market, and a more recent network (or 'joined up') governance type. It will be obvious that corporate-market governance is close to the academic description of NPM as it is identified in the literature.
We sought to examine the three national systems from the perspective of possible different modes of governance using multivariate analysis. A decade ago, in relation to employment services, we first postulated that there were four identifiable governance modes (ideal types) with different characteristics -procedural, corporate, market and network (Considine and Lewis 1999) . These were seen as having distinct attributes in relation to their key rationalities, forms of control, primary virtues and service delivery focus. The easiest way to contrast them is in relation to their forms of control: The procedural type rests on rules, the corporate type on plans, market on contracts, and network on co-production. However, when these conceptual types were tested empirically, only three distinct modes emerged, with the corporate and market types combining to form a single, integrated mode, based on a hybrid of management and competition. This fits well with academic descriptions of NPM. A more detailed discussion of these types can be found in our earlier work (Considine and Lewis 1999, 2003; Considine 2001 ).
The network form was the most speculative of the types a decade ago, given the novelty of this form of organisation, compared with traditional procedural bureaucracy and NPM ideas (Considine and Lewis 2003) , the (not always helpful) positive gloss that often accompanies a discussion of networks, joined-up government and collaborative approaches to service delivery (Lewis 2005) , and the lack of robust descriptions of how this actually functions as a form of management (Kickert, Klijn and Koppenjan 1997) .
From 1996-99 (referred to from hereon in as the 1998 study), front-line employment services staff in the UK, Australia, New Zealand and the Netherlands were surveyed, with a focus on examining the understandings these staff have of how they do their work. In 2008 the same survey with only minimal wording changes was conducted again. Around 100 questions were included in this survey in total. The earlier survey was paper based, while the more recent one was conducted online. Staff were eligible to complete the survey if they had any contact with job-seekers. The number of respondents for each year and country is provided in Table   1 . 
FRONT-LINE WORK
The promises of NPM reforms in this policy field in each of these countries have had some common themes over the ten years. They have each sought greater tailoring of services to the needs of clients, the use of contestability and competition to drive greater efficiency in service delivery, 'activation' of both staff and clients through the use of a 'carrots and sticks'
regime of payments and sanctions, and improved links to local labour markets and the needs of local employers.
What emerges from the comparative data in Table 2 is somewhat different. Starting with Australia, the most market-oriented of the three, we see front-line work becoming less flexible and less likley to be tailored to the individual needs of clients. This is evidenced by high caseloads and a very high number of clients seen each day compared to the two other countries. In the first study the Australians were interviewing about 8 job-seekers in an average day, and ten years later this had risen to more than 10, on average. The work with job-seekers took about half the time of staff ten years earlier, but had dropped to 45 per cent of time in the second study. Australian staff were likely to be younger and female compared with the earlier cohort and compared with those in other countries. Both union membership and work satisfaction had decreased significantly in Australia over this ten-year period. None of this appears consistent with the idea that work at the front-line would become a more sophisticated form of tailoring to the needs of clients, better equipped to address very different individual and local conditions. This is further supported by data on the overall levels of spending in Australia and other OECD countries with recent studies showing that, for the 2008-9 period, Australia spent 0.01 percent of GDP on support programmes, while the OECD average was 0.14 percent. In other words, the Australian case indicates higher efficiency but also lower investment (OECD 2010).
In the UK these data show caseloads rising but the number seen each day declining, evidence of greater attention being given to those who do come for interview. And while there has been a decline in how much of the job is devoted to working directly with job-seekers, the figure is substantially higher than for Australia, indicating that other issues such as paperwork and compliance monitoring have not intervened in quite the way they have in Australia. Work satisifaction increased significantly during this period, also reinforcing the impression that work at the front-line was improved by the policy changes enacted. The UK workforce had become older, the percentage of females had fallen slightly, and union membership has fallen, but not as drastically as in Australia.
In the Netherlands the workforce became somewhat older and the gender balance improved, suggesting that front-line work became more attractive to workers with stronger labour market opportunities. We cannot say whether this was only a result of privatisation but it does seem likely that, because the Dutch firms entering this sector were more likely to be forprofit companies than was the case in Australia and the UK, they were more likely to bring with them a cohort of male staff with significant experience in the recruitment and related employment services industries. There is no evidence to suggest that this was a deliberate design commitment by the Dutch policy makers responsible for NPM reforms, although the preference they showed for contracts with heavy loadings on 'no cure, no pay' forms of performance reward may well have acted as an informal deterrent to the entry of the kinds of 
NPM AND GOVERNANCE REGIMES
As reported earlier in this paper, the initial Australian study found three coherent factors through an exploratory factor analysis and reliability analysis, and these three factors appeared again and achieved a reasonable goodness-of-fit using confirmatory factor analysis on the full data set (Considine and Lewis 2003) . We focus on the three factor solutions again in this paper, however, factor analysis was undertaken for the three countries separately, in order to examine system differences. As in the earlier study, principal components analysis with varimax (orthogonal) rotation was used to extract the factors. The factor loading from the three factor solutions for each country in both survey periods, can be found in the Appendix. Scree plots of the eigenvalues for these factor analyses indicate that 3,4 and 5 factor solutions are worth examining. Only the 3 factor solutions have been examined, as the main interest is in determining stability in relation to the earlier results.
It is important to note at the outset that the three factors do approximate the original governance types from the earlier study. This points to some enduring features of the frontline realities of the three case countries. In addition, the analysis shows some variations for the composition of the corporate-market, network and procedural types and we turn now to this examination of stability and change in governance on the front-line.
To assess the stability of the three governance types from the earlier study, we compared the level of correspondence ofthe results from each of the factor analyses in 1998 and 2008 with the factors obtained originally. This is shown in Table 3 , where the number of items on the scales in the 1998 study are shown (10 for corporate-market, 6 for network and 7 for procedural) in the first row. These are followed by the number of items from the factors for each country in each time period, which correspond to those in the original all-countries factors, plus any additional items that load on that factor (indicated after the + signs in the   table) .
The corporate-market type has the most consistency in each country and time period. It had 10 items in the earlier combined study and the items load on the same dimension for both countries in 7 cases for Australia and the Netherlands and 8 for the UK in 1998, and 7 for the Netherlands and 9 for both Australia and the UK in 2008. Only a small number of additional items loaded onto this type, varying from zero to 3. In other words, there is a high degree of stability over time and between countries for this core NPM type. 
Corporate-market Network Procedural
All countries 1998 10 6 7
Australia 1998
The This analysis also provides some provocative evidence that a network governance orientation is the most context (regime and time period) specific. While the meaning of the procedural type also changes across cases, this is clearly more stable in 2008 than the network type. This finding suggests that either system or environmental changes have led to a greater concentration on corporate-market and procedural governance in 2008. A less settled definition of network governance is apparent in all three countries. We speculate that the network type may be popular as a transitional strategy for dealing with large institutional change, and so its meaning shifts more than the other types as people search and find strategies to meet the new demands of their work.
CONCLUSIONS
This paper has examined work practices and governance types on the front-line of employment service provision, whether these are similar for advisers in different countries delivering a similar service, and whether they remain stable over time as systems are reformed.
The use of evidence collected from front-line staff enabled us to examine differences in work practices between regimes, and to determine that there are stable modes of governance that can be observed across time and between different systems. It clearly indicates that not all modes of governance remain as stable as others, and that the corporate -market or NPM type is easily the most resilient across these three countries and over the decade.
A descriptive analysis of the work chararcteristics of those on the front-line yielded some insights into how the make up of those doing this work has changed in each country, often in contrast to the expectations that accompany notions of greater tailoring of services. We also found this varied substantially between the three countries, with Australia standing out as the system with the least discretion, at least in terms of some basic characteristics of the work that front-line staff are doing. Second, we found that the three different modes of governance identified in our previous work could also be observed to varying extents in different contexts and different time periods. This suggests that we are able to regard such governance types as a viable method for distinguishing between systems and time periods.
Third, the most stable of these types was corporate -market, which had the highest level of correspondence with the original all-country study of governance ideal-types. This appears to reflect a form of stability in the intentions and signals provided by governments in different countries and at different time periods, that mirror NPM ideas. The procedural and network types were less stable, and in particular, the network type varied substantially from context to context. This indicates that the network type is more fluid and less coherent than the other more established modes of governance. Despite the fact that network governance has been a substantial field of research for two decades, it is harder to pin down in conceptual terms and also less clearly something that is concrete and identifiable to those working on the front-line of service delivery. Certainly we can conclude that there is no clear and identifiable trend towards this as a type of action or method of organisation in the minds of these front-line staff. The analysis suggests that networking might represent a particular strategy for dealing with large system changes, rising in times of upheaval and then falling once these changes become established.
Finally we conclude that the capacity for signals to reinforce a common approach varies between the three cases. The Netherlands, with its more complex decision making process than Australia and the UK across the ten years, stands out from them, both in terms of its workforce characteristics, and also in relation to the stability of the governance types. The
Australian case displays the least evidence of tailoring of services, and while both of the other countries were making greater investments in unemployment services which can be seen on the front-line in terms of who they are and what their workloads are like, Australia lagged behind. NPM is without doubt shaping employment services in each of these three countries. But there is more variation in front-line governance types in the Netherlands than there is elsewhere. 
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